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Why does schooling attainment vary widely across countries? Why are differences in 
schooling attainment highly persistent? I show that cross-country differences in schooling 
are related to political institutions, such as democracy and local democracy (political 
decentralization), which are affected by colonial factors. By using the number of native 
cultures before colonization as an instrument for political decentralization, I show that, 
after controlling for the causal effect of income, the degree of democratization positively 
affects the development of primary education, whereas political decentralization has a 
positive and significant impact on more advanced levels of schooling. 
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  Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 
  Observa
tions 








Primary Enrolment in 1900   76  17.6  7.9  23.8  0.2  87.3  Benavot and Riddle (1988) 
Average years of education in 1985-1995  69  4.6  4.2  2.7  0.8  11.0  Barro and Lee (2001b), Cohen and Soto (2007) 
Primary enrollment in 1985-1995  58  66.6  66.9  23.9  2.4  98  GDN Growth Dataset 
Secondary enrollment in 1985-1995  58  29.7  26.9  19.7  3.2  77.7  GDN Growth Dataset 
Higher education  enrollment in 1985-1995  58  6.7  3.5  9.3  0.4  34.9  GDN Growth Dataset 
Historical Variables 
Log of Settler Mortality  72  4.6  4.4  1.2  2.7  6.5  Acemoglu et al. (2001, 2002) 
Log of Population Density in 1500  72  0.53  0.43  1.71  -2.41  3.17  Acemoglu et al. (2002) 
Good Endowments  72  0.69  1.00  0.46  0  1  Easterly and Levine (2004) 
Bad Endowments  72  0.81  1.00  0.40  0  1  Easterly and Levine (2004) 
Several Indigenous Ethnic groups  75  0.33  0  0.47  0  1  Murdock (1967) 
Catholic, 1985  72  40.1  27.3  36.2  0.2  92.4  La Porta et al. (1999) 
Muslim, 1985  72  22.3  3.9  33.0  0  99.1  La Porta et al. (1999) 
Other (Non-Protestant) Religion, , 1985  72  25.9  20.4  24.5  0.5  84.1  La Porta et al. (1999) 
Catholic, 1900  72  28.8  3.2  39.7  0  98.0  Barrett (1982) 
Muslim, 1900  72  16.0  0.5  28.5  0  86.6  Barrett (1982) 
Other (Non-Protestant) Religion, 1900  72  42.8  34.7  39.3  0.5  99.4  Barrett (1982) 
British  76  0.37  0  0.49  0  1  CIA 
French  76  0.28  0  0.45  0  1  CIA 
Spanish  76  0.24  0  0.42  0  1  CIA 
Institutional and Economic Variables 
Democracy in 1900  76  1.1  0  2.46  0  9  Polity IV 
Democracy, 1985-1995  59  4.4  4.0  3.49  0  10  Polity IV 
Gastil Index, 1985-1995  59  0.53  0.53  0.26  0.18  1  Freedom House 
Political Decentralization, 1985-1995   69  0.03  -0.16  0.86  -0.85  1.97  Beck et al. (2000) and Polity IV 
Political Decentralization, 1900  76  1.15  1  0.49  1  3  Polity IV 
Decentralization of school management  65  0.32  0  0.47  0  1  UNESCO World Data on Education 
Decentralization of school finance  65  0.43  0  0.68  0  2  UNESCO World Data on Education 
Ethnic Fractionalization  76  0.54  0.59  0.25  0.06  0.88  Alesina et al. (2003) 
Gini Land  61  0.64  0.65  0.17  0.34  0.87  Deininger and Olinto (1999), Frankema (2006), 
Alesina and Rodrik (1994), and Muller and 
Seligson (1987) 
Log Per-Capita GDP 1995  76  7.18  6.99  1.42  5.26  10  GDN Growth Dataset 
Terms of Trade Growth (ratio)  63  1.14  1.10  0.26  0.77  1.71  GDN Growth Dataset 
 Dependent Variable:
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)
Log of settler mortality -7.88*** -1.75 -1.21*** -0.98*** -13.07*** -9.27*** -10.10*** -8.35*** -2.95*** -2.15**
(2.00) (1.70) (0.17) (0.17) (2.20) (1.89) (1.86) (2.23) (0.85) (0.98)
-6.17*** -4.05*** -0.54*** -0.39*** -4.65*** -2.67** -3.27*** -2.80** -2.11*** -1.79***
(1.49) (1.07) (0.10) (0.11) (1.16) (1.22) (0.99) (1.09) (0.56) (0.57)
"Good endowments" 67.36*** 35.57*** 2.09* 2.15* 12.28*** 13.36 15.16* 15.02 22.95*** 18.27***
(12.97) (9.71) (1.23) (1.20) (4.37) (10.78) (8.16) (10.10) (5.80) (6.06)
"Bad endowments" -21.23 -14.16* -1.56* -1.96*** 9.29** -3.62 -11.44 -11.73 -14.68** -14.98**
(14.26) (7.32) (0.89) (0.71) (4.60) (6.67) (6.82) (6.98) (6.48) (6.27)
Several native cultures -3.84 0.95 0.78** 0.81** 0.65 0.21 2.84 4.74 3.69** 4.19**
(4.30) (3.31) (0.37) (0.36) (4.50) (3.80) (3.64) (3.98) (1.70) (1.90)
British colony 7.02 1.02 -3.26 10.04 3.86
(5.10) (0.70) (6.66) (6.76) (3.34)
French colony -2.29 0.25 -13.74* 6.01 0.36
(5.08) (0.70) (8.05) (6.59) (3.35)
Spanish colony 4.54 1.22 8.71 14.65** 2.97
(8.65) (0.81) (6.89) (6.98) (4.27)
Catholic population -0.51*** -0.03 -0.22 -0.33 -0.11
(0.13) (0.02) (0.31) (0.22) (0.11)
Muslim population -0.51*** -0.03* -0.32 -0.29 -0.12
(0.10) (0.02) (0.26) (0.18) (0.09)
-0.57*** -0.02 -0.17 -0.21 -0.17
(0.10) (0.02) (0.33) (0.23) (0.12)
Observations 68 68 60 60 51 51 51 51 51 51
R-squared 0.56 0.85 0.75 0.82 0.64 0.77 0.67 0.73 0.70 0.74
Note: This panel presents OLS regressions for the cross-section of countries for equation (1). Identity of the main colonizer F-test present the p-value for the 
global significance of British, French and Spanish colonies variables, and religion variables F-test present the p-value for the global significance of Catholic, 
Muslim and other religion population variables. White-Huber robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. Constants are not reported. Significance level: 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Table 2: Reduced-Form Estimates: Educational Outcomes in 1900 and 1985-1995
Primary Enrollment in 
1900










F-test (p-value): Identity of 
the Main Colonizer
Log of population density 
in 1500
0.00 0.14 0.10 0.15 0.39
F-test (p-value): Religion 
Variables






(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Log of settler mortality -0.85*** -0.08 -0.95*** -0.20*** -0.60***
(0.29) (0.06) (0.30) (0.07) (0.07)
Log of population density in 1500 -0.34 -0.10* -0.66*** -0.22** -0.39***
(0.25) (0.06) (0.19) (0.08) (0.06)
"Good endowments" 5.57*** 0.50 7.03*** 2.78*** -0.23
(1.84) (0.43) (1.34) (0.57) (0.52)
"Bad endowments" -2.94 -0.04 0.61 -0.17 -0.56*
(1.82) (0.39) (0.88) (0.34) (0.33)
Several native cultures 1.03* 0.36** 1.13 0.60** 0.12
(0.61) (0.17) (0.71) (0.26) (0.24)
Term of Trade shock -2.33* 0.54 1.07**
(1.37) (0.49) (0.46)
Observations 68 68 48 48 48
R-squared 0.58 0.44 0.74 0.59 0.84
Note: These tables present first and second stages of instrumental variables regressions for the cross-section of countries for the system of equations (2), (3), and (4) Identity 
of the main colonizer F-test present the p-value for the global significance of British, French and Spanish colonies variables, and religion variables F-test present the p-value 
for the global significance of Catholic, Muslim and other religion population variables. The overdentification test presents the p-value for a test that the instruments are 
orthogonal to the second-stage residuals. White-Huber robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. Constants and religion and colonizer variables are not reported. 
Significance level: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
F-test (p-value): Religion Variables 0.42 0.44 0.51
Log GDP per-capita, 
1995 Dependent Variable:
0.09 0.83
F-test (p-value): Identity of the Main 
Colonizer
0.30




0.09 0.08 F-test (p-value): Religion Variables










Table 3: IV Estimates: Educational Outcomes
Panel A: Second Stage Estimates
(1)
0.05 3.45***








0.21 0.02 0.01 0.71(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11)
Democracy 0.29* 0.11 0.01 0.07 -0.04 0.56 -1.08 0.52
(0.16) (0.10) (0.15) (0.17) (0.11) (1.45) (2.03) (0.86)
Political Decentralization 0.99* 1.15*** 0.86** 0.78** 1.10** 0.98* 0.67** 3.11 11.79* 4.23*
(0.51) (0.31) (0.42) -0.34 (0.47) (0.52) (0.28) (4.74) (5.99) (2.53)
Log GDP per capita 1.05*** 1.16*** 1.06*** 0.47 0.99*** 0.97*** 1.08*** 0.75*** 9.55*** 7.40*** 2.82**







Land Gini Index 1.89
(1.92)
Christian Missionaries per 1000 people 4.46**
(1.93)
Observations 47 53 50 46 48 48 44 48 43 43 43
Over-identification test (p-value) 0.64 0.12 0.85 0.92 0.56 0.84 0.98 0.50 0.24 0.98 0.23
F-test (p-value): Identity of the Main Colonizer 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.33 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.05 0.26 0.04 0.63
F-test (p-value): Religion Variables 0.15 0.08 0.08 0.21 0.07 0.02 0.17 0.72 0.03 0.30 0.01
GDP treated as endogenous variable? Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Notes: White-Huber robust standard errors in parentheses. Significance level: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. (see notes from table 3).
Dependent Variable:









Average Years of Schooling, 1985-1995(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)
Democracy 0.03 0.07 0.06 0.06 1.36 -0.81 0.05 -3.39 0.13 -0.50
(0.05) (0.06) (0.20) (0.52) (1.28) (3.72) (1.76) (6.49) (1.19) (2.75)
Political Decentralization 0.28* 0.09
(0.16) (0.19)
Log GDP 1995 -0.00 0.06 1.17*** 1.11*** 8.31*** 7.57*** 9.05*** 7.33* 4.16*** 3.45**
(0.03) (0.05) (0.18) (0.26) (2.18) (2.67) (1.76) (4.00) (1.01) (1.40)
2.24* 0.03 18.65* 16.35*
(1.20) (9.47) (10.86) (8.48)
1.80 18.18 43.66 18.32
(3.69) (29.31) (47.31) (20.20)
Observations 45 45 49 49 44 44 44 44 44 44
Overidentification test (p-value) 0.92 0.98 0.51 0.26 0.67 0.89 0.74 0.99 0.94 0.73
F-test (p-value): Religious 0.64 0.79 0.40 0.35 0.11 0.10 0.56 0.85 0.11 0.37
See notes on previous tables.
0.24
Decentralization of School 
Management
Decentralization of School 
Finance
0.54








Table 5: Education Decentralization Regressions
F-test (p-value): Identity of the 
Main Colonizer
0.78 0.52 0.62 0.18 0.11
Average Years of Schooling, 
1985-1995




(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Primary Enrollment (-10) 0.62*** -0.00
(0.06) (0.01)
Democracy (-10) 0.21 0.33***
(0.27) (0.13)
Primary Enrollment (-20) 0.38*** -0.01
(0.08) (0.02)
Democracy (-20) 0.61* 0.06
(0.32) (0.13)
Primary Enrollment (-30) 0.09 0.00
(0.08) (0.01)
Democracy (-30) 0.75* -0.15
(0.38) (0.14)
Observations 415 348 282 415 348 282
Countries 67 66 62 67 66 62














(1) (2) (3) (4)
Democracy in 1900 -0.26** -0.23* 1.20 1.47
(0.11) (0.12) (0.93) (0.95)
European Population in 1900 5.60*** 5.87*** -0.63 6.08
(1.30) (1.44) (5.44) (6.03)
Primary Enrollment in 1900 0.06*** 0.04*** 0.16*** 0.10
(0.01) (0.01) (0.05) (0.08)
Observations 69 69 59 59
R-squared 0.69 0.76 . .
Estimation Technique OLS OLS IV IV
Controls No Yes No Yes
Notes: This panel presents cross-section regressions for 
primary enrollment in 1900 and average years of schooling in 
1985-1995 on colonizers primary enrollment, my vector of 
historical variables and religion variables. White-Huber robust 
standard errors in parentheses. Significance level: *** p<0.01, 
** p<0.05, * p<0.1
Table 6: Robustness Exercises
Panel C: Cross-section Estimates: Schooling today and Institutions in 1900
Panel B: Schooling in Colonies and Colonizers
Panel A: Panel Data Estimates: Primary Enrollment and Democracy, 1870-1940
Primary Enrollment Democracy
Notes: This panel presents panel data regressions for primary enrollment or democracy in country  j and year t on lags 
democracy and primary enrollment and country and time fixed-effects. White-Huber robust standard errors are reported in 
parentheses. Significance level: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
Average Years of Schooling
Colonizer Primary Enrollment, 
1870 
Notes: This panel presents cross-section regressions for average years of schooling today on 
democracy in 1900, the share of European population in 1900, and primary enrollment in 
1900. The vector of controls includes religion variables and the identity of the main 
colonizer. In IV regressions, instruments are settler mortality, population density in 1500, 
and Protestant missionaries in 1900, respectively. White-Huber robust standard errors are 
shown in parentheses. Constants and religion and colonizer variables are not reported. 
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 .5 0 .5 1
School Decentralization Conditional on GDP and Democracy
coef = .74756599, (robust) se = .35412076, t = 2.11
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School Decentralization Conditional on GDP and Democracy
coef = .18369374, (robust) se = .27725422, t = .66
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